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B O O K  R E V I E W S  
B o o k  R e v i e w :  D A K O T A :  A  S P I R I T U A L  G E O G R A P H Y  b y  K a t h l e e n  N o r r i s ,  T i c k n o r  &  
F i e l d s ,  1 9 9 3 ,  2 2 4  p p . ,  $ 1 9 . 9 5 .  
O n  t h e  n i g h t  I  w a s  b e g i n n i n g  t o  w r i t e  t h i s  r e v i e w ,  o n e  o f  t h e  c o m m e n t a t o r s  o n  
P B S ' s  M a c N e i l / L e h r e r  N e w s h o u r  s a i d :  " S o u l  i s  m a k i n g  a  c o m e b a c k . "  N o ,  i t  w a s n ' t  a n  
e v e n i n g  w h e n  t h e y  w e r e  d i s c u s s i n g  r e l i g i o n ;  i t  w a s  t h e  e n d - o f - 1 9 9 3  w r a p - u p ,  a n d  t h e  
f i v e  o r  s o  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  c o m m e n t a t o r s  w e r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  m o o d  o f  A m e r i c a .  
D i s c u s s i o n  f o l l o w e d  a b o u t  w h a t  h a s  d r i v e n  A m e r i c a n s  t o  t h i s  i n t r o s p e c t i o n - g u n s  
a n d  v i o l e n c e ,  t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e  e c o n o m y ?  O r  a r e  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  a n d  r e f l e c t i o n  
c o n g e n i t a l  i n  t h e  A m e r i c a n  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h a n k s  t o  t h e  P u r i t a n s ?  I  c a n n o t  r e c a l l  t h a t  
a n y t h i n g  d e f i n i t e  w a s  d e c i d e d  o n  M a c N e i l / L e h r e r  t h a t  n i g h t ,  b u t  a l l  w e r e  i n  
a g r e e m e n t  t h a t  A m e r i c a n s  a r e  i n  s e a r c h  o f  s p i r i t u a l  a n s w e r s .  
P e r h a p s  t h e  m o o d  o f  A m e r i c a  e x p l a i n s  s o m e  o f  t h e  i n t e r e s t  i n  K a t h l e e n  N o r r i s '  
b o o k  D a k o t a :  A  S p i r i t u a l  G e o g r a p h y .  T h e  b o o k  i s  u n u s u a l - p a r t  m e m o i r ,  p a r t  
s p i r i t u a l  j o u r n a l ,  p a r t  p r o s e  p o e t r y ,  p a r t  t h r o w b a c k  t o  T h o r e a u ' s  W a l d e n .  A n d  
b e c a u s e  t h e  b o o k  i s  m a d e  u p  o f  e s s a y s  i n t e r s p e r s e d  w i t h  v e r y  b r i e f  " w e a t h e r  
r e p o r t s , "  e a c h  w i t h  a  d a t e ,  i t a l i c i z e d  i n  t h e  b o o k ' s  t a b l e  o f  c o n t e n t s ,  I  w a s  a l s o  
r e m i n d e d  a t  t i m e s  o f  E r n e s t  H e m i n g w a y ' s  I n  O u r  T i m e  a n d  i t s  b r i l l i a n t  p r e l u d e s  t o  
s t o r i e s .  T h e  w e a t h e r  r e p o r t s  i n  N o r r i s '  b o o k  t u r n  a  n a t u r a l i s t ' s  e y e  t o  f a c e t s  o f  t h e  
D a k o t a  l a n d s c a p e  f r o m  J a n u a r y  1 7  t o  D e c e m b e r  7 .  
S e v e r a l  t h e m e s  w e a v e  t h e i r  w a y  t h r o u g h  N o r r i s '  b o o k :  h o w  g e o g r a p h y  d i c t a t e s  
m o o d  a n d  t h o u g h t ;  h o w  i n - m i g r a t i o n  t o  a  r e g i o n  b r i n g s  o u t s i d e r s  w h o  a r e  b o t h  
w e l c o m e  a n d  t h r e a t e n i n g ;  h o w  s m a l l - t o w n  g o s s i p  i s  a  s i g n  o f  s o l i d a r i t y  a n d  e v e n  
p r a y e r ;  h o w  w e  c o n s t r u c t  b a r r i e r s  t o  h i d e  b e h i n d - s o m e  t r u t h s  w e  a d m i t  o n l y  t o  
o u r s e l v e s ,  o t h e r  t r u t h s  a r e  a d m i t t e d  f o r  p u b l i c  c o n s u m p t i o n ;  h o w  s m a l l  t o w n s  d i c t a t e  
a  p a r t i c u l a r  r h y t h m  o f  l i f e  a n d  w o r k .  T h r o u g h  a l l  t h e  t h e m e s  t h e  D a k o t a  w i n d s  b l o w ,  
s t o r m s  a r r i v e ,  c l o u d s  m a s s  o n  t h e  h o r i z o n  a n d  d i s p e r s e .  
C e r t a i n l y  K a t h l e e n  N o r r i s  t a k e s  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  r i s k  i n  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  N o r t h  a n d  
S o u t h  D a k o t a ,  a s  I  c a n  a t t e s t  t o  f r o m  a  j o u r n e y  I  m a d e  t h e r e  i n  t h e  s u m m e r  o f  1 9 9 0 .  
M o r e  t h a n  o n e  p e r s o n  I  t a l k e d  t o  a b o u t  m y  t r i p ,  a n  e x c u r s i o n  t o  f i n d  c e r t a i n  i m p o r t a n t  
f a m i l y  l o c a t i o n s  a n d  w r i t e  a b o u t  t h e m ,  s a i d  " T o o  b a d  y o u r  r o o t s  a r e n ' t  s o m e w h e r e  
e l s e . "  O r :  " I s  a n y t h i n g  r e a l l y  o u t  t h e r e ? "  W h e n  I  l i v e d  i n  M i s s o u l a ,  M o n t a n a  f o r  t w o  
y e a r s ,  I  f o u n d  t h a t  p e o p l e  i n  M o n t a n a  d i d n ' t  t e l l  P o l i s h  j o k e s ,  o r  J e w i s h  j o k e s :  n o ,  
t h e y  w e r e  N o r t h  D a k o t a  j o k e s .  
N o r r i s  c o m e s  t o  r e s i d e  i n  t h e  t o w n  o f  L e m m o n ,  S o u t h  D a k o t a ,  b e c a u s e  h e r  
g r a n d p a r e n t s '  d e a t h s  h a v e  v a c a t e d  t h e i r  l a n d  a n d  t h e  h o u s e  t h e y  b u i l t  i n  1 9 2 3 .  
N o r r i s '  m o t h e r  g r e w  u p  i n  t h e  h o u s e  b u t  n o w  l i v e s  i n  H a w a i i ;  N o r r i s  h e r s e l f  s p e n t  
s u m m e r s  i n  L e m m o n ,  t h o u g h  m o s t  o f  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  w a s  s p e n t  i n  e x o t i c  H a w a i i .  
R a t h e r  t h a n  h a v e  a n  e s t a t e  s a l e ,  w i t h  n o  o n e  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  e x c e p t  f o r  
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Norris and her husband, they leave New York City, and professional lives there, for 
South Dakota. Friends' reactions are similar to ones I received about my trip: are 
they crazy? how can they leave a great city for such a barren spot? Norris quietly 
states the consequences of that big move: "As it turns out, the Plains have been 
essential not only for my growth as a writer, they have formed me spiritually. I would 
even say they have made me a human being." Norris and her husband have now 
lived there for twenty years. 
A closer look at two of the book's themes shows Norris's skill as a writer and her 
interesting, contemplative thinking. What Norris discovers in the Dakotas, despite the 
common perception of them as a desert, is a rich silence in which she finds room 
and space to think. She does not think of herself as an ascetic, yet she notes that 
"The silence of the Plains, this great unpeopled landscape of earth and sky, is much 
like the silence one finds in a monastery, an unfathomable silence that has the power 
to re-form you." With some humor, she describes a visit back to New York that 
shows her altered view of being in a crowd. After the 125-mile drive to an airport in 
Bismarck, North Dakota, two plane flights, and the grueling ground journey as one 
can only experience in New York (two hours waiting for luggage, another two for a 
train), there is a defining moment: "As I stood in this group of strangers, I was happy 
to be one among many, and a powerful calm came over me. I began to see each of 
us as a treasure-bearer, carrying our souls like a great blessing through the world. 
After the relative emptiness of the Plains, partaking in such a feast of humanity was a 
blessing in itself." 
And one of the blessings she finds in the Dakotas, far from the usual New York 
literary scene and evening readings by poets and fiction writers, is the absence of 
such a scene-how it throws her back on herself. She finds the Plains people, when 
she works the Poetry-in-the-Schools circuit, to be receptive to poetry. They are less 
receptive to seeing their own lives as fertile material for writing, a point Norris makes 
several times. Even on the road Norris brings along her monastic vision, seeing her 
life at night in motel rooms as similar to that of "a monk in a cell." Another Dakota 
blessing? No traffic. The quiet this engenders leaves room for birdsong and the 
sound of wind. 
One historian suggests that the key word for Dakota is "extremes." Certainly 
Norris finds that to be true, and she steadfastly refuses to resolve such tensions and 
contradictions. Here's an anecdote she tells that locates pleasure in Plains' stoicism: 
One of my favorite monastic stories concerns two fourth-century 
monks who "spent fifty years mocking their temptations by saying 
'After this winter, we will leave here.' When the summer came, they 
said, 'After this summer, we will go away from here.' They passed all 
of their lives in this way.'' These ancient monks sound remarkably 
like the farmers I know in Dakota who live in what they laconically 
refer to as 'next-year country.' 
Another blessing Norris celebrates is the richness of ordinary folk and their use 
of language: "Many farmers I know use language in a way that is as eloquent as it is 
grammatically unorthodox. Their speech often has great style; they never use the 
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w r o n g  w o r d  o r  m a k e  a n  e r r o r  i n  p h r a s i n g .  M a g n i f i c e n t  o l d  w o r d s  l i k e  f a r r o w ,  c o m m o n  
E n g l i s h  f i v e  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  a g o ,  a r e  s t i l l  i n  u s e  o n  t h e  P l a i n s .  I  e v e n  h e a r d  a n  o l d  
m a n  u s e  w a i n  f o r  w a g o n ,  a  w o r d  t h a t  d a t e s  b a c k  t o  t h e  C e l t s .  L a n g u a g e  h e r e  s t i l l  
c l i n g s  t o  i t s  l o c a l  s h a d i n g  a n d  i s  n o t  y e t  t o t a l l y  c o r r u p t e d  b y  t h e  b l a n d  u s a g e  o f  m a s s  
m e d i a . "  I n  t h e  d e s e r t ,  t h e n ,  t h e r e  a r e  f l o w e r s  t h a t  b l o o m ,  a  m e t a p h o r  N o r r i s  u s e s  
r e p e a t e d l y .  
N o t  a  r e l i g i o u s  p e r s o n  b e f o r e  t h i s  l o n g - a g o  m o v e  t o  t h e  D a k o t a s ,  N o r r i s  h a s  
b e c o m e  a n  o b l a t e  ( o r  a s s o c i a t e ) ,  a  f o r m a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  B e n e d i c t i n e s ,  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i t h  a  g r o u p  o f  s i x t y - f i v e  m o n k s .  M u c h  o f  t h e  b o o k  r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d  
N o r r i s '  t a l e s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  f o l k  s h e  k n o w s ,  e d u c a t e d  s o u l s  w h o  c l i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  a  l i t e r a r y  
c o m m u n i t y  a l l  t h e i r  o w n ,  i n  t h e  P l a i n s '  s t a t e s .  S u r e l y  h e r  c o m m e n t a r y  o n  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  c u l t u r e  w i l l  s t r i k e  a  c h o r d  w i t h  r e a d e r s :  
A f t e r  m y  f i r s t  s t a y  i n  a  m o n a s t e r y ,  w h e r e  I  s a w  S a t u r n  a n d  i t s  r i n g  
t h r o u g h  a  t e l e s c o p e  a n d  w a t c h e d  m o n k s  t e n d  t h e i r  a p p l e  o r c h a r d  
a n d  t h e  g a r d e n  t h a t  p r o v i d e s  m a n y  o f  t h e i r  w i n t e r  v e g e t a b l e s ,  I  
h a p p e n e d  t o  g o  d i r e c t l y  t o  a  s h o p p i n g  m a l l .  I t  w a s  e a s y  t o  s e e  w h i c h  
w a s  t h e  m o r e  u n h e a l t h y ,  o t h e r w o r l d l y  e n v i r o n m e n t ;  w h i c h  p l a c e  w a s  
o u t  o f  b a l a n c e  a n d  w h i c h  w a s ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  m o s t  f u n .  
O n e  o f  N o r r i s '  p l e a s u r e s  i n  s m a l l  t o w n  l i f e  i s  h o w  o n e  i s  c a l l e d  t o  p e r f o r m  t a s k s  
o t h e r w i s e  l e f t ,  i n  a  l a r g e  c i t y ,  t o  s p e c i a l i s t s .  W h e n  t h e  p a s t o r  o f  L e m m o n ' s  
P r e s b y t e r i a n  c h u r c h  m o v e s  a w a y ,  s h e  a n d  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a r e  c a l l e d  u p o n  
t o  p r e a c h .  S h e  f i n d s  a  t a s t e  f o r  i t ;  a n o t h e r  o f  t h e i r  l a y  p r e a c h e r s  s u r p r i s e s  t h e m ,  t o o :  
o n e  o f  o u r  e l d e r s ,  a  h o u s e w i f e  a n d  p r o u d  o f  i t ,  c o u l d  l e a d  a  v e r y  
d i g n i f i e d  c o m m u n i o n  s e r v i c e .  S h e  a l s o  p r e a c h e d  s e v e r a l  f i n e  
d e v o t i o n a l  s e r m o n s ,  o n e  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  h o u s e w o r k .  W h a t  g o o d  i s  
a  d e s e r t ?  W e l l ,  I  b e l i e v e  a  d e s e r t  i s  w h e r e  s u c h  g i f t s  a p p e a r .  
A  t r u e  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  a r i s e s  i n  t h e  D a k o t a s ,  o n e  N o r r i s  i s  b o u n d  t o  h e a r t  
a n d  s o u l .  A s  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  D a k o t a s  n e e d  t o  t e l l  t h e  t r u e  s t o r i e s  g r o w i n g  o u t  o f  t h e i r  
l i v e s ,  N o r r i s  a l s o  b e l i e v e s  t h e y  n e e d  t o  c e l e b r a t e  w h a t  t h e i r  r e a l  s t r e n g t h s  a r e .  I n  
d o i n g  s o ,  t h e y  m a y  p r o v i d e  a  m o d e l  o f  r o o t e d n e s s  a n d  c o m m u n i t y .  I s  t h a t  p a r t  o f  
w h a t  A m e r i c a n s  t o d a y  s e a r c h  f o r ?  I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  m a y  n o t  e x i s t  i n  o u r  d e n s e s t  p l a c e s ,  
o u r  c i t i e s ,  b u t  i n  t h e  e m p t i e r  s t a t e s  w h e r e  o n e  i s  c a l l e d  u p o n ,  r e g u l a r l y ,  a n d  p a r t i a l l y  
d i c t a t e d  b y  w e a t h e r  a n d  g e o g r a p h y ,  t o  p i t c h  i n .  
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